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Planetary health needs action 
from health care leaders and 
physicians in Canada

About 230 journals were signatories to 
a recently published editorial in CMAJ 
on the global environmental crisis.1 It 
served as a united voice for health 
care professionals calling on govern-
ments to fundamentally change the 
way “our societies and economies are 
organized.” Toward the end of the edi-
torial, the authors called for health 
care professionals to do “all we can to 
aid the transition.”1

The report from the Intergovernmen-
tal Panel on Climate Change has made it 
clear that we are in a “code red” situa-
tion and that action is needed within a 
short timeframe with respect to the cli-
mate emergency.2 We propose that 
every faculty of medicine create a lead-
ership role in planetary health within 
the next year, as we have at the Univer-
sity of Ottawa, as a clear signal to fac-
ulty and learners that the climate emer-
gency is not only important, but urgent. 
Using this position to advocate for 
longi tudinal integration of planetary 

health into the medical school and resi-
dent curricula, to integrate sustainable 
health care into quality improvement 
initiatives, to work with medical stu-
dents on community outreach, to serve 
as a facilitator for an interprofessional 
approach, and to advocate for research 
specifically in this area are examples of 
some potential actions.3

Accreditation bodies, such as the 
Royal College of Physicians and Sur-
geons of Canada, and the Association of 
Faculties of Medicine of Canada, need to 
urgently recognize knowledge about 
planetary health as an important educa-
tional objective. Every hospital needs to 
reduce its carbon footprint as part of its 
strategic plan. Waiting for another cycle 
of strategic planning to implement this 
reduction is suboptimal and will not 
allow us to meet targets. If we, as health 
care professionals, are uniting behind a 
call for governments to change funda-
mentally, we should look to the ethics 
that guide our profession. We must real-
ize that without a healthy planet, there 
will be no healthy people. We need to 
change fundamentally too, and that 
change is needed now.
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